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Linda Morganstein 
Pearl Street 
Although I been with as many men as Wynette she looks mature maybe 
twenty-five while I don't even look eighteen except for my height although I am. 
I always get the Johns that like tomboys. Some that like boys really but they're 
too uptight to admit it. I don't care. I've seen all types and I know what they want. 
I'm mature in my mind. 
I am leaning on a mailbox outside the bus station. It's at least a hundred 
degrees out here tonight. The metal of the mailbox is warm against my butt. It 
feels like the jungle out here tonight. Like the air is a tropical storm cloud. Sweat 
is running down my arm pits. Real attractive. I don't care. I don't give a shit about 
anything right now if you want to know the truth. Wynette is up the street and 
she's ignoring me. We had a fight this morning. Now she's standing right up the 
block acting like if I got a heat stroke and dropped dead right here on Pearl Street 
she wouldn't even notice. 
It must be around midnight. I don't know exactly because some creep stole 
my watch last week out of the ladies room in the bus station. I hardly ever took 
it off. My Mom gave it to me for my birthday. But it's been so hot. I went in to 
wash all the way up to my shoulders and so this one time I take it off and look what 
happens. Turn your back for five seconds. That's what it's like around here. They 
might get three whole bucks for it at Murray's Pawn Shop on Broadway. It was 
only a Timex but I had it ever since I was eleven and it always worked. Let me 
see that watch on some bitch's wrist and I might tear her arm off. 
It's so hot out here the whole world seems upside down. No one can sleep. 
It's in the newspaper everyday and on television too, this heat spell. People you 
usually wouldn't catch dead out here this time of night are staggering around like 
a crown of zombies with slick wet faces and dopey eyes. It's weird to see so many 
people out here this late at night. They look lost. People from the bungalow 
colonies. Bald men with fat knees in Bermuda shorts. Their bleached blonde 
wives in halter tops with their leather skin all wrinkled and dark from lying around 
the pool too much. Even their chubby kids licking ice cream cones. At least 
they're not giving us those looks they usually give us like we're scum of the earth 
or something. Tonight for once we're all in the same boat. Hot. 
Some babyface kid in a convertible is cruising me. Oh brother. What a stud. 
Vuarnet sunglasses in the dark. Hair slicked back with modeling gel. Alpine 
stereo blaring out Bruce Springsteen. Born in the USA. Like I'm supposed to 
be so impressed. Rich little hotel kid looking for a few kicks. Some girls like this 
type. Good-looking. Easy. 
To me, they're all easy. 
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One time I'm sitting at the counter in the AllNite Diner minding my own 
business and drinking a cup of coffee when this dumb teenage waitress Rose with 
acne asks me how can I get in bed with ugly old men, their fat bellies squishing 
you, their dirty smell, and she's going on and on and getting warmer by the minute 
until I think she's gonna drop the coffee pot and have an orgasm or something. 
Well, here I am having to leave her a tip, so damned if she's getting cheap thrills 
too. 
"You ever see a corpse?" I ask. 
"What?" 
"A corpse. You ever see one?" 
"My grandmother," she stutters. 
"The soul is gone, right? It's just the body lying there." 
Rose starts looking around like she'd rather be organizing the donut tray all 
of a sudden. 
"When I'm with these guys," I say to her, "they're paying for the body. That's 
all they get. A corpse. My soul is gone, you understand? And the body doesn't 
give a shit about fat rolls and hairy backs." 
Well, that shut her up. 
I can see Wynette up the street adjusting her skirt. Wynette says she's West 
Indian. She says her grandparents came from Jamaica. She has this beautiful light 
brown skin and soft black hair that curls down around her shoulders. I can see her 
up the block right now tossing her hair. She has a great build. I'm telling you 
Wynette could be a model the way she's put together. She shouldn't be out here 
on the streets. She looks too good to be out here. Besides, she doesn't have 
enough sense. 
That girl worries about every little thing on earth. Mostly what people think 
and crap like that as if it matters. You work out on the streets and then you're 
ashamed. As if you don't get enough shit from everyone else. I love that girl but 
I wish she'd get her head on straight before it's too late. I'm always feeling like 
someone has to watch out for her. If you're gonna worry I tell her at least worry 
about the right things. Like what keeps you outa trouble out on the streets. Can't 
you stop worrying I say and pay more attention to what's really trouble. I don't 
want to come out here some night and find you in a dumpster. 
When she first landed on the streets no one would talk to Wynette I think 
because she was so good-looking. What the hell is she doing out here? That's 
what was in their minds. A lot of pretty little things come out here like this life 
is some kind of party but they run home the first time some jerk fucks them harder 
than their boyfriend ever did. It hurts, they say. Big surprise. 
Just before we got to be friends, when Wynette first came up here from 
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Brooklyn, a guy pulled a plastic statue off his dash board and tried to push it up 
her. She says she thinks it was some kind of saint or something. She didn't get 
too good a look because she was pulling down her skirt and grabbing for the door 
handle all at the same time. She says she almost took the next bus home except 
she knows her parents would have put her through so much shit she decided to 
give it one more day. That's how you get stuck up here. You give it one more 
day and it turns into a week. 
Anyway you see what I mean about Wynette. Try and check 'em out before 
before you get in the car honey, I always tell her. That's what we got intuition for. 
I think she's got this fantasy that someone is gonna come along and rescue her 
from this life like in some kind of movie. Tom Cruise takes a wrong turn on the 
highway and winds up on Pearl Street and drives her off into the sunset or to 
California. When she's like that her eyes are blind to the kind of men we 
sometimes get around here. First, check 'em out, I tell her. Then turn off your 
mind. 
I'd like to get my hands on that guy with the statue that's what I'd like. I tell 
Wynette if you ever see that guy on Pearl Street again, you let me know. 
Pearl Street is right off Broadway in Old Falls. Not much on it except the bus 
station, a row of junky old houses, and a vacant lot. Anyway the Johns know to 
come here. Oh, and there's the Pearl Street Hotel. An old four-story hunk of red 
bricks next to the bus station. It's funny but I love that place. I think it must be 
the oldest building in town. Wynette and me share a room there. We go upstairs 
around dawn and usually sleep 'til late afternoon or at least we stay in bed that 
long. Okay we do it together too but Wynette says we're not gay and me 
personally I don't care what you call it. 
Sometimes when we're climbing the stairs up to the top floor it smells so old. 
The wood is all worn on the staircase and the railing feels as smooth as glass. We 
could be in some whole other time. Two whole different people. Wynette, I say, 
we could be on our honeymoon in the country. She doesn't like to hear things like 
that. Cut it out, Sherry, she always says. 
Wynette gets uptight all the time. Each time after we do it she starts bawling 
and I don't mean like a few tears but with this heaving and gulping so I'm afraid 
she's gonna choke herself to death. She has to roll away and face the wall and be 
inside herself for awhile. I just lie there like I'm invisible. She has this way of 
moaning that could break your heart. I turn my insides to stone 'cause I've learned 
it's the only way with her when she's like this. If I wait long enough she starts 
breathing okay again. After awhile she rolls around and curls up in my arms and 
we just hold onto each other. But I can see the look in her eyes. I know what she's 
thinking about us lying like that together. Like I told you it's that worrying mind 
of hers. 
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Wynette, I say — the only reason you ran away from home was your stepdad 
standing like a dark shadow at the bathroom door every time you took a bath. 
Always watching you undress. Trying to feel you up on his lap. Okay, it wasn't 
fun but you never got hurt. I mean honey — your mother worked for the 
Department of Motor Vehicles. 
Me, I been on the edge forever. Carla — she's my mother — worked at the 
TriCity Truck Stop outside of Scranton and if you ever been around there — and 
I hope never — you know what kind of tips a steak-and-eggs breakfast for $2.99 
gets. She she made up the rest by climbing in the cabs of trucks at night in the 
parking lot. There's a name for those women that the truckers on the highway use 
and it ain't waitress. Some of those guys came and lived with us for awhile. 
Uncle Mike. Uncle Jim. Uncle Bob. Uncle Dick. Uncle Pete. I forget the 
rest. 
I have this dream often. Each time I wake up screaming. All them uncles are 
together all at once in some big old house. Me and my Mom are in there too. In 
one room it's one of 'em pulling at his zipper and you run to another and damned 
if it isn't another one with his big fat fist raised and you're running from one room 
to the next and each one is an uncle waiting in the dark and they each one have 
their own sickness to spill out and for some reason my soul can't leave my body 
and leave so there's just the corpse there, so that nothing hurts— 
What scares me the most is this. Not the bad things they're doing, but the 
feeling like all those uncles are inside me now. I don't know. I get angry at the 
littlest things. When that happens it's like those uncles and demons living inside 
me, burning inside me like an ulcer, and I have to try so hard not to be like them. 
One of them uncles I think it was Uncle Jake he used to slap Carla if she made 
too much foam on his beer when she poured. Do you know what it's like to go 
to the store with your Mom and her face is a piece of meat? Everyone is staring 
like she's the bad one? God, I hate that. 
When you're young, I think these kinds of things rub off. They get inside you. 
It's like we all get this devil side no matter what we want to be like. 
Carla took off for Arizona last year with Uncle Danny. He told her he had a 
big ranch. A swimming pool, horses, cows. I hope he does. I really do. I haven't 
talked to her yet. After she left, I came up here. 
I remember standing in the parking lot of the TriCity Truck Stop. There must 
have been fifty trucks, some with their engines rumbling. The fumes were so thick 
they rose like a wind in the air making you sick with their smell. Everything 
smelled like diesel. Uncle Danny was already at the wheel of his rig pretending 
to act patient. Carla was leaning down from the passenger side. She had this big 
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bag at her feet and she shouts to me that she's paid the rent on our place for two 
months. Don't worry, I shout back up to her. I'm old enough to take care of 
myself. Shit, I've been doing it long enough. 
I'm not mad about her leaving. But I haven't called yet although she sent me 
the number. I will someday but not yet. 
Mostly I don't think about the past. Anyway, I learned all sorts of stuff. At 
least I know how to take care of myself. Most of the time I can tell when some 
guy is trouble. A twitch, the way some of them won't look at you straight, some 
that have trembling hands from the things those hands have done. Little things 
most people don't notice. 
Not like Wynette. That girl is out-of-it, I don't mind telling you. Her problem 
is that she wants the entire fucking world to love her. So get out of here and go 
to modelling school I tell her. Get out of here and make something of yourself 
because no one's going to love you this way. 
Except me and I don't count. 
This morning we were lying in bed. Our room is what used to be the attic but 
they added another room. Usually I love this room. I don't care if the paper is 
peeling off the walls and the floor boards creak. I love the way the ceiling slants 
down and how the light shines in from these little windows set in the roof. This 
room isn't square. It's all different shapes. Besides I never had my own place 
before where no one can come in I don't want here. Usually I love having this 
place to share with Wynette. But last night was different. I never remember it 
being so hot. God, it was like hell in that place. It never cooled down all night. 
All the heat came up to our floor and stuck in our room so the sheets were soaked 
from us sweating all night and our fingers and toes were thick and swollen. It was 
the kind of heat where it seems like everything you touch is coated with something 
sticky like glue or tree sap. Not the kind of morning you want to be moving around 
on top of each other — at least that's what most regular people would feel. Me, 
I don't know. I need to be loved that way sometimes to feel okay. Like otherwise 
I might not make it through the day. 
I reached over and put my sticky hand on her thigh. 
"Oh God, honey" she moaned. "It's too hot." Still, she knows how I am. "It 
isn't you. C'mon, Sherry. Wait 'til after the heat spell, honey." 
Something inside me cracks when she says no. 
It's too hot she said but I kept my hand on her thigh anyway. Goddamnit, it 
was too hot and my fingers felt all clammy on her skin. 
"We wouldn't have to move around too much," I said. 
"Let's go downstairs and take a shower together," she said. Our bathroom is 
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on the hall the floor below. 
I ran my finger along the inside of her leg. "We can take a shower after." 
I could feel her inching away from me on the bed. "I don't see how you can 
even think about it right now." 
"I always think about it with you, honey." 
She was way over now on her side, facing away from me. 
"What's the matter?" I asked. 
"Is that all you ever think about?" 
"What?" 
"You know." 
"No, it isn't all I ever think about." I felt funny though. It did seem like I 
thought about it alot. About the two of us anyway. But what the hell was wrong 
with that? Anyway I could feel that worry cloud coming over her. I could feel 
her pulling away. I don't know. Maybe it isn't right. But it only makes me want 
her more. Like I said, something inside me cracks. A crater opens inside me and 
all I can think about is filling it up. I slid over closer and started rubbing her thigh 
again. 
"I can't," she whispered. 
"Try. Please." 
"I can't." She sat up on the edge of the bed. "Come take a shower." 
"Yeah, right," I said into my pillow. It was too late. I could feel the darkness 
coming over me. 
Wynette put her hand on my shoulder. 
I shrugged away from her touch. I was almost in darkness by now. 
"I have to cool off somehow," she said. "I'm going down and take a shower." 
I grabbed her arm. Not real hard but hard enough. Hard enough for us to see 
the red spots my grip was making and I could feel the dents in her flesh where my 
fingers were closing in. 
"Let go," she whispered. 
But my fingers wouldn't let go. It was like they had a life of their own. Like 
they were remembering everything. Stupid fingers. Like they could hold onto 
something so it wouldn't leave. Or else squeeze that thing to death trying. 
"Let go," she whispered. We were both scared. Wynette's pretty skin was 
getting bruised. A row of purple bruises. 
"If you don't let go, I'll never—" 
I let go. 
"Look at my arm," she said. 
I rolled around on my side against the wall with my knees against my chest 
and my arms wrapped around them. I stayed that way for a long time. Wynette 
left. She never came back all day. Me, I stayed curled up like some kind of baby. 
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Like some kind of goddamned orphan or something. I never knew what time it 
was. I finally just got up and went out to my corner. 
Wynette has such long legs. Most beautiful I ever saw including magazines. 
That same rich kid that was cruising me has stopped in front of her. The way she 
leans, the muscles in her calves show. She selling herself good, bent over, blouse 
open. I get in me a feeling I wish I didn't have right now. Goddamn you Wynette. 
Now she slides into the sheepskin bucket seat, ass first, swinging in those 
beautiful legs. The kid is smiling at Wynette. What a good-looking stud! Here's 
your movie star, Wynette honey. Only I don't think he's planning on taking you 
off into the sunset. That's not what he want you for. 
And then all of a sudden I am very afraid. I can't remember being this afraid. 
I don't want her to go with that kid. I can't tell if it's the kid — maybe he's like 
the jerk with the statue — or if it's the fight me and Wynette had — I only know 
my stomach is a tight fist and a bell is going off in my head like a fire alarm. 
"Wynette!" I yell. "Wynette." 
Every single person on the entire street turns my way like I've gone crazy. The 
bungalow people, the other girls, the Johns, the bus drivers outside their Grey-
hounds. Everybody except Wynette. I start running up the sidewalk yelling 
Wynette, Wynette. She won't turn around. I reach the car as it pulls from the curb 
and I'm staggering to keep up, clutching the passenger door. I can see from the 
way her mouth is tight that Wynette is embarassed 'cause the whole world is 
watching. 
The guy is ignoring me. I believe he is taunting me, the bastard, because he 
is driving just fast enough so I can hang onto the car, panting and begging. 
"Come out honey," I say. "I want to talk to you." 
She says, "Cut it out, Sherry." 
"Please," I say, but I can barely get it out from panting so hard. Sweat is 
running down my face, down my sides. 
Now she turns to look me in the eye. What I see is blindness. She says, "Leave 
me alone. I mean it. Just leave me alone." 
"Look, I'm sorry," I start to say — 
Then the jerk guns the engine and almost rips my arm off. 
It could be a dream. The heat has made everything thicker and the world has 
gone into slow motion. I'm running in the middle of the street, down the yellow 
line that divides the blacktop. My lungs ache but for some funny reason I don't 
feel them very much. I just keep running and the cars are honking at me and 
someone yells for me to get out of the street but I don't care. I am lit in a flood 
of headlights like an actor on a stage. 
Three blocks to the Sandman Motel. The car is right where I expect in the 
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parking lot. I even know the room Wynette uses. Ground floor. I run into the 
courtyard. The light is on but the curtain is shut. 
I tiptoe over. I crouch down outside the door. I could break down the door 
but I won't. What if there's nothing wrong with the guy? Wynette would hate 
me for embarassing her. She probably hates me already. I get a weird feeling like 
the entire goddamned world is on the other side of this door and here's me locked 
out, leaning my head on the door, still breathing a little too hard but trying to keep 
it quiet. I feel like my whole life is here right now. Me, on the outside of this motel 
room door. 
This whole place is made of cardboard. I can hear everything. Her laughing 
in that fake come-on way we use. His voice, so smooth. His voice, her voice, the 
creaking on the bed. I'll stay here all night like this if I have to. I'll listen to every 
goddamn moan and groan. And if I hear anything that sounds funny I'll kick in 
the door. I'll kick in his head. 
Wynette honey, I say to myself, since she won't listen. Wynette, please wake 
up. This life ain't a movie. I'm sorry about the devils. I wish they weren't in me. 
But we all have 'em. Wake up honey. This life ain't no fairy tale. And even if 
it was it'd be some kind of odd sere wed-up one and you'd never know the kind 
of package your hero would come in. 
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